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Thank you so much. Well, today, as we continue our celebration of international Women's 
History Month, I'm proud to sign this Executive order establishing the women's—the White 
House Council on Women and Girls. It's a council with a mission that dates back to our 
founding, to fulfill the promise of our democracy for all our people.  

I sign this order not just as a President, but as a son, a grandson, a husband, and a father, 
because growing up, I saw my mother put herself through school and follow her passion for 
helping others. But I also saw how she struggled to raise me and my sister on her own, 
worrying about how she'd pay the bills and educate herself and provide for us. 

I saw my grandmother work her way up to become one of the first women bank vice 
presidents in the State of Hawaii. But I also saw how she hit a glass ceiling, how men no more 
qualified than she was kept moving up the corporate ladder ahead of her. 

I've seen Michelle, the rock of the Obama family, juggling work and parenting with more 
skill and grace than anybody that I know. But I also saw how it tore at her at times, how 
sometimes when she was with the girls she was worrying about work, and when she was at work 
she was worrying about the girls. It's a feeling that I share every day.  

In so many ways, the stories of the women in my life reflect the broader story of women in 
this country, a story of both unyielding progress and also untapped potential. Today, women 
make up a growing share of our workforce and the majority of students in our colleges and our 
law schools. Women are breaking barriers in every field, from science and business to athletics 
and the Armed Forces. Women are serving at the highest levels of my administration, and we 
have Madam Speaker presiding over our House of Representatives. I had the privilege of 
participating in a historic campaign with a historic candidate, who we now have the privilege of 
calling Madam Secretary. 

But at the same time, when women still earn just 78 cents for every dollar men make, 
when one in four women still experiences domestic violence in their lifetimes, when women 
are more than half of our population, but just 17 percent of our Congress, when women are 49 
percent of the workforce, but only 3 percent of our Fortune 500 CEOs, when these 
inequalities stubbornly persist in this country, in this century, then I think we need to ask 
ourselves some hard questions. I think we need to take a hard look at where we're falling short 
and who we're leaving out and what that means for the prosperity and the vitality of our 
Nation. 

And I want to be very clear: These issues are not just women's issues. When women make 
less than men for the same work, it hurts families who find themselves with less income and 
have to work harder just to get by. When a job doesn't offer family leave, that also hurts men 
who want to help care for a new baby or an ailing parent. When there's no affordable child 
care, that hurts children who wind up in second-rate care or spending afternoons alone in front 
of the television set. 

And when any of our citizens cannot fulfill their potential because of factors that have 
nothing to do with their talent, their character, their work ethic, that says something about the 
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state of our democracy. It says something about whether we're honoring those words put on 
paper more than two centuries ago, whether we're doing our part, like generations before us, 
to breathe new life into them in our time.  

That, above all, is the true purpose of our Government, not to guarantee our success, but 
to ensure that in America all things are still possible for all people. Not to solve all our 
problems, but to ensure that we all have the chance to pursue our own version of happiness. To 
give our daughters the chance to achieve as greatly as the women who join us today. That's the 
impact our Government can have. 

It's the impact of a Health and Human Services Department that funds research by 
women like Dr. Nina Fedoroff, a biotechnology and life science pioneer who won the National 
Medal of Science in 2006. It's the impact of a Defense Department that works to recruit and 
promote women, so that women like Sergeant Major Michele Jones, who was the Army's 
highest ranking enlisted woman before she retired, can strengthen our military with their 
leadership.  

It's the impact of a Department of Education that enforces title IX, so athletes like 
Olympic gold medalist Dominique Dawes and Lisa Leslie have a level playing field to compete 
and to win. It's the impact of a White House and a Congress that fight for legislation like the 
Lilly Ledbetter fair pay restoration act, so that all women can get paid what they deserve. I'm 
very proud this was the very first bill that I signed into law.  

And that's why I'm establishing this Council, not just to continue efforts like these, but to 
enhance them. The Council will be composed of the heads of every Cabinet and Cabinet-level 
agency and will meet on a regular basis. We have many of those Cabinet members here. Some 
of the men showed up; we put them in the second row. [Laughter] But they're going to be 
fighting—[applause]—they're going to be part of this Council, and it's going to meet on a 
regular basis.  

Its purpose is very simple: to ensure that each of the agencies in which they're charged 
takes into account the needs of women and girls in the policies they draft, the programs they 
create, the legislation they support. It's not enough to only have individual women's offices at 
individual agencies, or only have one office in the White House. Rather, as former Secretary of 
State Madeleine Albright once said, in our Government, "responsibility for the advancement of 
women is not the job of any one agency; it's the job of all of them." And she should know; she 
helped lead an interagency women's initiative during the Clinton administration.  

At the same time, given the critical importance of its work, this Council must have strong 
leadership from the White House and direct accountability to me. And that's why I'm 
appointing Valerie Jarrett, one of my closest advisers and most senior members of my 
administration, to lead it. Tina Tchen, another senior member of my White House staff, will 
serve as the Council's Executive Director. 

In the end, while many of the challenges women and girls face are new, the work of this 
Council is not; it's been with us for generations. Frances Perkins, who was President Franklin 
Roosevelt's Secretary of Labor and the first woman to serve in the Cabinet—a great hero of the 
New Deal, described it well when she said: "I had a kind of duty to other women to walk in and 
sit down on the chair that was offered and so establish the rights of others long hence and far 
distant in geography to sit in the high seats"—to sit in the high seats. 

That is why I'm standing here today, because of what my mother and grandmother did for 
me, because of their hard work and sacrifice and unflagging love. That's what Michelle's doing 
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right now, thinking every day about making sure that Malia and Sasha have the same 
opportunities as anybody's sons do. That's why so many of us are here today, because of the 
women who came before us, who were determined to see us sit in the high seats; women who 
reached for the ballot and raised families and traveled long, lonely roads to be the first in the 
boardroom or in the courtroom or on the battlefield and in the factory floor; women who 
cracked and shattered those glass ceilings so that my daughters, and all of our sons and 
daughters, could dream a little bigger and reach a little higher. 

So now it's up to us to carry that work forward, to ensure that our daughters and 
granddaughters have no limits on their dreams, no obstacles to their achievements, and that 
they have opportunities their mothers and grandmothers and great grandmothers never 
dreamed of. That's the purpose of this Council. Those are the priorities of my Presidency. And 
I look forward to working with all of you to fulfill them in the months and years to come. 

All right, so I'm going to go sign this thing. Thank you very much. 

NOTE: The President spoke at 1:31 p.m. in the East Room at the White House. In his remarks, 
he referred to his sister, Maya Soetoro-Ng; Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton; 
Dominique Dawes, member, 1996 U.S. women's Olympic gymnastics team; and Lisa Leslie, 
center, 2008 U.S. women's Olympic basketball team. 
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